Vincent Van Gogh, now recognized as an artistic genius, led a desperate life of torment, poverty and mental anguish which ended with his suicide. Numerous diagnoses have been given to Van Gogh over the years, including sunstroke, turpentine intoxication, epilepsy, and paranoid schizophrenia. Currently, the diagnosis of manic depressive psychosis seems to be favoured. In his 37 years (1853-1890) of fitful depressions and periods of frenzied creativity, he produced 1,600 sketches and paintings. During the last eight years of his life he completed 815 oil paintings. These works provide a window into the subconscious forces that drove him to his greatness and to his death.
The sombre brown tones of his painting The Potato Eaters (1885) reflects a period of depression and the gnarIed, stooped figures illustrate his identification with misery, poverty and suffering.
Van Gogh was the second of seven children born to a Lutheran pastor and his wife. The first child died in infancy and Van Gogh was born on March 30th, 1853, exactly one year after the birth of the first child. He was named Vincent after the dead first-born. His mother grieved for her first child and Van Gogh felt an unwanted outsider. During his life he was never able to meet the expectations of his parents as idealized in his dead namesake. Thus his view of death as superior to life grew out of his identification with the dead child. 
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As a young man he twice passionately proposed marriage to women who had shown him some kindness. Twice he was harshly rejected. There was only one period of his adult life when he experienced a protracted intimate relationship when he befriended the destitute and pregnant woman Sien. This union also ended in disillusionment when Sien finally left him to return to her decadent family and her life of prostitution.
He then travelled to the south of France hoping to establish a new school of art, with Gauguin as one of the senior members. He wrote beseeching letters to Gauguin in Paris asking him to come to Aries. Having been rejected by his mother, his two loves and finally by the prostitute Sien, it has been theorized that he subconsciously turned to Gauguin as a love object.
Van Gogh's painting called Gcruguin's Chair (1888) has been interpreted as demonstrating his latent homosexual interest. The chair in the painting has been thought of as Van Gogh's symbolized portrait of Gauguin. The chair is painted in mauves and pastel colours. The legs and arms of thechair curve gracefully. The lighted candle placed in the midfront part of the seat of the chair is a phallic symbol. Thus Gauguin becomes to Van Gogh a woman with a penis. In a letter to his brother, Theo, describing the room he had furnished for Gauguin, Van Gogh wrote that he had prepared it to be "... as much as possible like the boudoir of a really artistic woman."
Gauguin arrived in Aries on October 20th, 1888. Their eight weeks together were fraught with arguments, anger and frustration. During the evening of De-cember 23rd, they had a violent quarrel. Van Gogh came at Gauguin with a knife. Gauguin fled and refused to stay the night in the same house with Van Gogh. His aggression thwarted, Van Gogh turned on himself. That same evening he cut off the lobe of his left ear, wrapped the fragment in paper and took it to a brothel where he presented it to one of the prostitutes. His self-portrait, The  Smoker (1889) , painted shortly after this masochistic self-destructive act, shows a man calmly smoking a pipe, wearing a hat and with a bandaged right ear. His self-portraits were painted with the aid of a mirror so that the bandaged right ear is the mirror image of his mutilated left ear. His head is turned to display the bandaged ear. His shoulders are slumped and his face is calm and peaceful, a marked contrast to the tension shown in all the other self-portraits. This violent act, this self-destructive mutilation, with its complicated symbolic meanings temporarily satisfied his passions and gave him a brief period of calmness.
His tranquillity was short lived. After his self-mutilation he spent several weeks in and out of local hospitals at Arles until the townspeople became alarmed and fearful of his behaviour. They petitioned to have him confined in an asylum. In January 1889, Van Gogh admitted himself as a voluntary patient to the asylum at Saint-Remy in Provence. For 18 months at the asylum he alternated between profound depression and the turmoil of hypomeania. He was tormented by auditory and visual hallucinations. His paintings of that period are characterized by swirling forms commonly seen in the art of psychotic patients.
From the asylum at Saint Rerny he travelled to Paris where he visited his brother Theo and his wife. Then he travelled north to Auvers to convalesce in the care of Dr. Gachet. The painting, The Cburcb of Auuers (1890) shows a dark, foreboding, glowering building peering down on a small solitary woman in the foreground. His last three paintings are landscapes, devoid of people and with dark brooding skies. His final painting, The Corn Fields (1890) is chaotic, disorganized and desperate. A ragged yellow cornfield is overpowered by a blue-black depressing sky in which black crows swirl.
On July 27th, 1890 he took his canvas, easel and paintbox and a revolver and went out into the fields. He lay his easel against a hay stack and shot himself in the chest.
